Reaching The End of Universe? 


A discourse given by Prof. Ashin Nandamala Bhivamsa of the University of Buddhist Studies 
Myanmar transcribed into English by Tin Htut 

In the Pali Canon that records sayings of the Buddha there are three kinds of existence 
(loka) according to the Buddha who has the divine eye and the divine all-knowing 
cognisance to visualise and ascertain these existences. Loka is divided into three general 
categories, namely 'aukasa loka' which we know as the universe with all the planets, stars 
and galaxies that harbour all living beings, both manifest and un-manifest. The existence of 
these beings is known as 'satta loka' the kingdom of all living beings including animals, 
humans, spirits, angels, gods and the Almighty God of all religions. These two existences 
respond to the law of cause and effect, and are thus subject to changes, that is 
impermanence; it is labelled in Pali as 'sankhara loka'. All living beings are affected by 
conditions known as 'kamma, citta, udhu, and ahara' which can be roughly translated as 
destiny, thoughts, climate/environment and nourishment. These conditions are perishable 
and are subject to change; they are all impermanent. 

Likewise, matter that made up all material objects in the universe depends upon cause and 
effect as well. These objects are constantly subject to change; thus they too are 
impermanent. These two realities of impermanence are collectively called 'sankhara loka'. 
The word 'loka' has been translated from Pali as world, which is a general term to refer to 
our planet Earth. However, the Pali word (aukasa) loka is much wider as it indicates 
'cettkyavala' or galaxies. In the Pali Buddhist texts there is an infinite number of galaxies in 
the universe, each with its own system of sun and planets, some of which can support life 
and can harbour living beings. The universe itself is very wide and space is endless; no living 
being can transverse the universe during the time of a limited life span, no matter if one can 
travel beyond the speed of light. Moreover, there is more than one universe as space is 
endless, and thus, reaching the end of the universe is unattainable. 

Buddhist Cosmology 

In the Pali text called 'Culanika loka dhattu sutta' the Buddha described these loka(s) in 
conjunction with a story. "Here I would like to mention that the Buddha did not describe or 
reveal anything without a reason; he used these parables only when there was a reason for 
someone who was about to benefit from such an explanation." The Buddha had only used 
the word 'loka dhatu' in his discourse, but the word 'cettkyavala' is found in many Pali 
verses which is an addition by the latter-day 'arahats' or enlightened persons to extrapolate 
the word loka. The Buddha used the word loka dhatu in three discourses 'Cula Nikaya (short 
sayings), Majjhima Nikaya (mid-length sayings) and Maha Nikaya (long sayings)' in Anguttra 
Pali Canon for those who need the reference. The Buddha used his divine power to observe 
these loka(s) which is impossible for the human eye to perceive. In the modern era with the 
advances in technology man can look into space through radio-telescopes and from very 
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powerful satellite telescopes orbiting the earth. Modern day cosmologists have now verified 
the existence of many galaxies within the universe, but it is still impossible to see the end of 
the universe and into the next universe that is situated in parallel to ours. The existence of 
other universes outside ours was described by the omnipotent Buddha who possessed the 
divine eye to visualise their existence. The Buddha said space had no limits and parallel 
universes did exist and that his domain expanded into several of these universes. 

Throughout history man has believed we are in the middle of the universe judging by what 
we observe in the night sky with our eyes. Wherever and whenever we take a look at the 
night sky we always see we are at the middle of the universe since the universe is so vast 
and expansive. Here's an analogy to explain this further: if we look into a confined space of 
a room our eyes can judge the difference between the areas we saw with our right eye from 
that of the left eye; we can know where we stand, on which side we are skewed if we move 
towards one side of the room. If we look from the middle of the room the distance we see 
between our two eyes will be the same. This is the logic behind the idea that we are at the 
middle of the universe since the two visual fields we see by the two eyes when looking at 
the night sky are always the same, no matter from which angle the observer looks. This 
implies that space is vast and limitless creating an illusion that we are at the centre of the 
universe. However, with the advances in technology we now know that the planet Earth is 
not at the centre of the universe, but situated at the periphery of the spiral arm of the Milky 
Way galaxy. It shows the knowledge humans have accumulated changes with time as 
science advances. 

Over two thousand five hundred years ago the Buddha mentioned in the Cula Nikaya that 
the smaller loka dhatu universe was composed of one thousand cettkyavala galaxies, whilst 
the largest universe maha nikaya dhatu comprised of one hundred thousand billion galaxies. 
(Here, Buddhist cosmology is often mixed up with Hindu cosmology that described the 
planetary arrangement of the abodes of humans in relation to that of the devas [angels] and 
brahmas [gods] around different levels of the so called Mount Meru, a cosmological 
anagram (did you mean axis/hub?), at the summit of which is situated the abode of the 
highest Brahma who is often referred to as the God). This pattern of planetary 
arrangements was not described by the Buddha although he used Mount Meru as a 
metaphor when describing the immense magnitude of an object in many of his parables. 
However, the existence of humanoid species in the galaxy was mentioned in a few stories 
expounded by the Buddha (or his Arahat disciples) in his discourses. It is well understood 
among Buddhists that a Buddha can only appear in the world of human species and not in 
other humanoid species since it is rather difficult for these advanced humanoids to 
comprehend the reality of impermanence as they can live very long and suffer fewer 
ailments than humans. The existence of humanoids was accepted by the Buddha even if the 
Buddha did not mention it directly in his discourses. The existence of four abodes of human 
worlds at the four cardinal points was described in Veda texts of pre-Buddha period. The 
present Homo sapiens species dwells in the abode of the Southern Island in the Mount 
Meru planetary system, and there are more advanced human species in the other three 
island-planets (at least the Northern) in the Milky Way galaxy. This ancient belief appeared 
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to have been accepted by the Buddha although it was not mentioned directly in his stories. 

It is mentioned that there is only one teaching Buddha at a time during his ministry or 
dispensation period in the universe and his influence can reach several universes, but the 
possibility of other Buddhas in parallel universes is uncertain as space is boundless. It is 
beyond our capability to ascertain this hypothesis. 

The Buddha mentioned that one hundred thousand billion galaxies in the universe shook 
and trembled on three occasions - first at the birth of a would be Buddha, second when a 
Buddha dies and third when rejoicing in response to an extraordinary event. It is mentioned 
that when the Ratana Sutta was expounded devas and brahmas from one hundred 
thousand billion galaxies came to listen as they respected and honoured the Buddha. 
Buddhists believe reciting these suttas can reach those devas and brahmas in one hundred 
thousand billion galaxies. When the first discourse 'Dhammacekka Sutta' was expounded by 
the Buddha to his first disciples, devas and brahmas from the ten thousand galaxies came to 
listen to the Buddha as recorded in the texts. 

In describing the vast number of galaxies three 'eons' in the chronology are mentioned in 
the Pali texts. The first, 'jati kbit' is the period when the Buddha was born and the earth 
shook and trembled in rejoicing to this event; it is mentioned that the tremors vibrated so 
far and wide they reached ten thousand galaxies in the universe when this event occurred. 
During 'arnar kbit' the dispensation period of the Buddha the vibrations reached one 
hundred thousand billion galaxies when discourses were given; but during 'visara kbit' the 
observation period where the Buddha scanned the whole universe the effect was limitless 
and it reached all corners of the universe and beyond. The vision Buddha had was limitless; 
yet he did not see the end of aukasa loka (space) where many universes existed. Thus, 'loka' 
existence has no beginning and has no end. No able person including gods with divine 
powers can travel to the end of the universe as it is impossible to reach or ascertain. There 
is a story about such a person who had tried this impossible task, but he died in doing so 
without reaching his destination of the end point. It is mentioned in Anguttra and Sanyutta 
texts in 'Rawhisatta Sutta'. 

While the Buddha was residing in Shravasti at Jetavana Monastery a deva celestial being 
came to visit him at midnight. These beings only come to visit Earth after midnight since 
they cannot stand the smell of human beings as they are not accustomed to the stench 
which is so immense. This is likely since we know from our own experience when visiting 
zoos; the smell of animals can put you off easily if you are not used to it. Different people 
have different smells and some can be so offensive. No human being can have sweet or 
pleasant odour by nature; some have to use perfumes to hide their offensive smell. Thus 
celestial beings only visit the world after midnight when most of human activities has 
ceased. When these beings visited the Buddha on several occasions either to listen to the 
Buddha's discourses or to ask him questions they have been pondering over time, it is noted 
they never sat down but remained standing all the time which may be for a reason. Here, 
the Bhante expressed his view thinking of two possible reasons one of which being it was 
impractical and the other being they were in a hurry to leave because of the offending 
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odour. Devas and all celestial beings can travel using what we can describe as teleportation, 
appearing and disappearing instantaneously. 

One day a deva came to the Buddha saying his name was 'Rawhisatta' requesting Buddha's 
permission to ask him a question. He asked a very unusual question enquiring the Buddha if 
it was possible to come to an end of existence, the cessation of life and death, and the 
rebirth process including instantaneous rebirth of spiritual beings, where there was stability, 
immortality and permanence, (the deva celestial being seemed to know he had to die 
although he could live an immense lifespan compared to that of humans). 

The Buddha answered it was impossible to reach that destination by using any mode of 
travelling even if it was a super-fast vehicle that exceeded the speed of light. The deva 
exclaimed with surprise when he heard the Buddha's answer. He acknowledged the answer 
was correct as he had done it himself. He admitted he was once a hermit who had 
developed supra-mundane power that enabled him to travel at the speed of light and that 
he had travelled across the universe in an attempt to reach that destination. He used a 
metaphor to demonstrate the speed he had travelled by the time an arrow took to pass 
through the trunk of a toddy palm (a diameter of eight inches approximately) that was 
equivalent to the time he took to cross a galaxy in searching for the end of existence. He 
said he did not stop until he reached the end, but died during the attempt as his human life 
span of one hundred years ended while travelling towards the end he had expected. He 
admitted he could not reach the end of existence and was reborn instantaneously as a deva 
after dying. 

The Buddha confirmed it was not possible to reach that goal by travelling, and that if he did 
not reach that goal he would not be free of suffering. The Buddha explained to the deva if 
he did not reach the end of existence he would not be free of death and that he would not 
be immortal. Here, the Buddha emphasised to us not to waste our time looking for the end, 
trying to explore the universe, or trying to solve a materialistic puzzle. 

The Buddha explained in this discourse that the end of existence could not be found in any 
part of the universe or in the space beyond, but it was within an arm's length of our physical 
body. We just need to explore our body using the Eight-fold Noble Path as the guide to gain 
insight wisdom into the three realities of existence, namely anicca (impermanence), dukkha 
(suffering, satisfaction), and anatta (unsubstantial, lack of immortality) and develop further 
into a noble state of our mind to end existence and its associated suffering. 

The Bhante gave further examples on where Nibbana, the absolute release from suffering, 
would be, which is nowhere in the universe but inside your own body. He quoted verses 
from the Pali text that recorded the words of the Buddha supplementing this claim refuting 
a Pali scholar's denial in this context, who was adamant that Nibbana was external quoting 
the word 'bahida' from Abhidhamma Pali Canon. Bhante had to explain the doubter the 
meaning of the lines in the Abhidhamma which meant to say Nibbana was outside the 
influence of the five 'khanda' compositions that made up our body and mind. He further 
explained on this fact by the Enlightenment of the Buddha under the Bodhi tree when all 
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defilements were extinguished from the Buddha's mind and body which could be called 
Nibbana emanating inside the Buddha. It was the end of 'dukka' suffering associated with 
existence and the physical body and mind. He explained the two types of Nibbana-liberation 
one of which was associated with the remaining physical body and mind, and the other 
which was the final release when the Buddha died. 

Both types of Nibbana are associated with the body and mind. Thus we do not need to look 
for the existence and its end any farther than inside our own body and mind. Bhante 
elaborated further on the bread and butter aspects of the noble eight-fold path and how we 
could seek enlightenment within our own body. 
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